Physician, heal thyself: a qualitative study of physician health behaviors.
The authors explore how physicians perceive their own health and barriers to healthcare, as well as what might motivate their behavior. This qualitative study uses semi-structured interviews of a purposive sampling of physicians, both staff and housestaff, from Walter Reed Army Medical Center and the Medical College of Wisconsin. Transcripts of interviews that probed attitudes and behaviors towards self-care were coded independently by two reviewers using grounded theory qualitative methods. The authors conducted 28 interviews until no new themes emerged. Common barriers to healthcare included inadequate time, fear of consequences, and concern about confidentiality, particularly for stigmatizing diseases identified as mental health problems, chronic pain, substance abuse, and sexual dysfunction. Common behaviors included neglecting one's health, minimizing symptoms, self-diagnosing, and a strong desire not to burden colleagues. Participants were split into those who felt it was fine to self-medicate and others who avoided it. Participants proposed solutions for identified problems, including building time into schedules for self-care, monitoring electronic medical record access to make providers accountable, obtaining care at other institutions, and working to change the culture around healthcare for physicians. All participants in this study perceived significant unresolved issues pertaining to self-care. Physicians commonly neglect their own care and experience barriers to care, some self-generated and some systems based. The results and suggested interventions provide fodder for future research.